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ABSTRACT 

In 2001-2002, the partnership between the Austin Independent 
School District (AISD) and the Institute for Learning of the University of 
Pittsburgh continued with professional development for guiding leadership and 
implementing effective classroom practices throughout the school district. 
Under the initiative known as the Principles of Learning (POL), a third 
principle, Academic Rigor in a Thinking Curriculum, was added for focus on 
professional development and for implementation in the classroom. Efforts to 
implement the principles of Clear Expectations and Accountable Talk also” 
continued. The evaluation centered on staff involvement in professional 
development related to POL, the quality of classroom implementation of POL, 
support for the initiative, and the strengths and challenges of the 
partnership leading POL. Evaluation data from a variety of sources show 
continued implementation of practices and a common language about POL, with a 
high degree of participation at individual campuses. Findings did show that 
opportunities for professional development differed across groups of staff, 
with principals more likely than teachers to participate in professional 
development. Observational data from classrooms showed variations in the 
quality and degree of implementation of the POL. Of 34 classrooms observed, 
47% were rated as weak in overall implementation of the POL, with 24% rated 
as moderate, and 15% rated as strong in implementation. In spite of the 
strengths of POL, participants have cited concerns about the costs involved 
in the partnership, and the lack of time for professional development 
activities. Four appendixes contain a glossary, observation protocols, and 
data about classroom observations. .(Contains 1 figure, 5 tables, and 14 
references.) (SLD) 
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Principles of Learning, 2001-2002 Report 
Austin Independent School District 



Executive Summary 

In 2001-2002, the partnership between the Austin Independent School District (AISD) and 
the Institute for Learning (IFL) of the University of Pittsburgh continued with professional 
development for guiding leadership and implementing effective classroom practices throughout 
AISD. Under the initiative known as the Principles of Learning (POL), a third Principle, Academic 
Rigor in a Thinking Curriculum was added for focus in professional development and for 
implementation in classrooms. Efforts to implement the Principles of Clear Expectations and 
Accountable Talk also continued. IFL staff led four seminars for principals, and other avenues for 
professional development were available to principals, teachers, and instructional specialists. 

The evaluation centered on finding answers to questions about: 1) the quality of and extent 
of staff involvement in professional development related to POL, 2) the quality of classroom 
implementation of the Principles, 3) district and campus support for the initiative, and 4) the 
strengths and challenges involved in the AISD-IFL partnership. 

Evaluation Findings 

The evaluation of the 2001-2002 Principles of Learning initiative yielded several positive 
findings: 

• There was a continued implementation of practices and a common language among many 
educators in the district about effective leadership and classroom instruction. Principals 
reported that their campuses were implementing the Principles of Learning at high rates 
during 2001-2002, in comparison with the previous school year. Also, 85% of principals 
reported that they had participated in at least three LeamingWalks at their campuses during 
2001 - 2002 . 

• A large majority of principals (88%) and teachers (80%) who responded to the Spring 2002 
surveys reported that POL-related professional development included discussions of the 
TEKS. 

• The district’s program leaders cited a strengthened focus by administrators on instructional 
practice in the classroom that in turn, has guided decision-making about other initiatives 
and the use of funds. Program leaders also name the consultations with IFL staff and 
resources brought to the district by the IFL staff as benefits. 

Despite the strengths of the initiative, data from the evaluation indicated the following 
challenges: 

• Opportunities for professional development differed across groups of staff. In estimates of 
total hours spent on POL-related professional development, 31% of principals reported 
spending 20-39 hours, but a majority responded that they had spent more time than that. 
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Of the teachers, 63% responded that they had participated in no more than 19 hours on 
professional development related to the Principles of Learning. 

• Opportunities for professional development for principals and teachers varied across the 
district. Although this aspect of the work with the IFL was planned, the activities (e.g., 
conferences held by the IFL, or pilot work with NetLeam software) may have enhanced 
participants’ understanding of the Principles of Learning and played a role in the varying 
levels of implementation across the district. 

• Observational data from classrooms showed that variability in the quality and degree of 
implementation of the Principles of Learning still exists in classrooms across the district. 
Of 34 classrooms that were observed, 47% were rated as weak in overall implementation of 
the POL, 24% were rated as moderate, and 15% were rated as strong in implementation. 

• Program leaders, principals, teachers, and instructional specialists cited a lack of time for 
professional development activities that include discussions about the Principles of 
Learning. 

• Despite its strengths, some district program leaders have cited a concern about the costs 
involved in the AISD-IFL partnership. 

Recommendations 

1. District administrators and program leaders must communicate a clear message about the 
Principles of Learning initiative . Educators at all levels must understand that the 
Principles of Learning initiative is a priority and that implementation of the Principles is 
expected on every campus . Eliminate mixed messages and reinforce support for the 
initiative through an established system for professional development . 

The findings suggest that understanding about the initiative may be most concentrated at 
the top levels of administration. If district administrators expect the Principles of Learning to be 
implemented at a deeper level in classrooms, it is important that district leaders (a) communicate 
that student learning that incorporates the Principles of Learning and its underlying values do not 
conflict with preparation for the upcoming TAKS and (b) show district staff how these efforts are 
complementary. More importantly, district leaders need to ensure that the district’s staff of 
educators, as well as new principals and teachers in the district, have opportunities to learn about 
the Principles of Learning and become thoroughly immersed in this culture of learning. It is crucial 
that new staff have sufficient opportunities to become familiar with the Principles of Learning from 
their perspectives and experiences as learners. 

2. Ensure that all principals make the Principles of Learning a priority and expect to see the 
reforms implemented at the classroom level. Make certain that principles understand the 
Principles of Learning, the ways in which they are incorporated into instructional practice, 
and the importance of fostering continuous learning for their campus staff 

The evaluation of the POL initiative suggests that the implementation of the Principles of 
Learning might be more similar across the district if professional development opportunities were 
more consistent for principals. Principals might also benefit from more professional development 
that occurs in smaller groups, whether by area, campus level, or learning level (e.g., novice 
principals learning together, or experienced principals learning together). A majority of principals 



reported that area and vertical team meetings were most effective for helping them learn about the 
Principles; district leaders of this initiative may want to consider how this avenue for professional 
development may be further utilized. 

3. Ensure that all teachers incorporate the Principles of Learning in instructional practice 

and that they understand the Principles and how they fit with their area(s) of teaching. 

Because teachers reportedly spent relatively small amounts of time on professional 

development devoted to the Principles of Learning, program leaders for the initiative should find 
ways to create time for professional growth and the development of communities of learners among 
teachers. If district administrators expect implementation of the Principles of Learning in 
classrooms, it is important that professional development opportunities in the form of coaching and 
other activities such as study groups or LeamingWalks with colleagues continue and be made 
available for all teaching staff. Teachers reported that grade level team meetings (or departmental 
meetings, at the secondary level) were most effective at helping them learn about the Principles of 
Learning. Grade level/departmental team meetings, then, may provide one way to begin 
strengthening the professional development opportunities offered to teachers. 

4. Explore the possibility of having the district leaders assume more management of POL- 

related changes in the district . 

Although some program leaders have referred to the financial cost of the partnership with 
the Institute for Learning as being excessively high, the real costs to the district also involve the 
time needed for professional development. District leaders should consider that reforms to 
instructional practice and leadership in other districts with IFL partnerships have taken years to 
implement.. A strong implementation of the kinds of reforms advocated by the Institute for 
Learning and under the Principles of Learning will take several more years. If district leaders want 
to continue reforms under the Principles of Learning, plans for committing the necessary time and 
resources must be in place, whether the reforms are to be carried out with the assistance of the 
Institute for Learning or solely in-house. 
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Preface 

The purpose of this report is to present information for decision makers about the 
implementation of the Principles of Learning initiative during the second year of the 
partnership between the Austin Independent School District (AISD) and the Institute for 
Learning (IFL), and to make recommendations for program improvement. Program 
managers for the partnership and campus administrators will find information about 
implementation of the Principles of Learning and about professional development related to 
the initiative. Central office administrators and school board members will find 
information that should inform decisions about district practice and policy. 
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Overview 

Since July 2000, the Austin Independent School District (AISD) has maintained a 
partnership with the Institute for Learning (IFL), which is directed by Lauren Resnick at 
the University of Pittsburgh. The goal of this partnership is to provide a framework for 
guiding leadership and classroom practices that ensure all students in the district have the 
opportunity to reach the standards established by the Texas Essential Knowledge and 
Skills (TEKS). The framework is built around instruction and student learning through 
the Principles of Learning, which describe research-based practices shown to promote 
academic rigor and high-quality learning by students. In AISD, the instructional 
standards on which the POL initiative is based are the TEKS. The Principles incorporate 
a philosophy that emphasizes effort rather than aptitude for building achievement as 
students work toward the learning standards. AISD program managers for the initiative 
have led the implementation of the Principles of Learning in a gradual way, starting with 
Clear Expectations and Accountable Talk in 2000-2001, and adding Academic Rigor in a 
Thinking Curriculum in 2001-2002. See Appendix A for a description of these Principles 
of Learning. 

The partnership also aims to strengthen instructional leadership within the 
district’s entire staff of educators by generating thoughtful discussion about instruction 
and student learning. The IFL uses the term Nested Learning Community to describe the 
model of continuous learning among the district’s staff of educators. Under this model, 
all staff are teachers as well as learners who engage in professional development 
activities such as study groups and campus visits known as LeamingWalks. These 
activities give staff opportunities to reflect on and improve teaching practices. In this 
dual role of teacher and learner, all educators are expected to ensure that classrooms are 
structured for high-quality learning. 

Major Activities 

The activities under the AISD-IFL partnership were aimed at fostering a system 
that, at all levels, is focused on student learning and on improving instruction throughout 
the district. Consequently, the major activities in this initiative involved professional 
development for educators at all levels and activities that enabled educators to assess 
instructional practices in the classroom. 

In addition to the ongoing discussions and implementation of Clear Expectations 
and Accountable Talk throughout the year, professional development and implementation 
efforts included Academic Rigor in a Thinking Curriculum — the Principle added in 2001- 
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